Background: Given the limited available time of in-service professionals, the balance between the perceived importance of the course content and training needs is essential for the acceptance and attractiveness of training courses aimed at them. Objectives: The goal of the paper is to contribute to the development of entrepreneurship and business training programs for European SME managers. Methods/Approach: In six European countries a survey focusing on SME managers' views on the importance of individual items from a list of potential course content items, and their training needs was carried out, and followed by an analysis using exploratory and multivariate techniques. It was aimed at identifying homogeneous groups of managers with common training needs and perceptions of content importance. Results: Homogeneous groups of managers who assign the same importance to certain competences and who have common training needs are identified. Conclusions: Results of our research could help training institutions to develop courses aimed at SME managers. The balancing approach proved to be an interesting method of combining conflicting requirements for the training course curriculum development.
Introduction
Entrepreneurship and business competences of managers are crucial "ingredients" of well succeeded small and medium enterprises (SMEs). SME managers are confronted with an increasingly unstable, complex and changing economic context. They must know how to combine a set of key diversified competences to lead their companies on the road to survival and development. They must also adapt themselves to face a set of challenges, which they are not always well prepared to face (Dominguez et al., 2010 ). This panorama is reinforced in the context of troubled economies.
In this context, developing training programs for SME managers may be an important contribution in support of SME survival and development. The curriculum of such training programs could be developed based on the intrinsic importance of different competences for different industries. However, managers' available resources (time, schedule, budget, etc.) for training are limited, and they are not inexperienced beginners. They may have already attained adequate mastery on some of the most important competences, and hence feel that they do not require training in them. These perspectives may impact the attractiveness and interest of training programmes and courses, from the viewpoint of prospective trainees (SME managers). Therefore, the curriculum of training programmes and courses cannot be devised solely based on the relative importance of competences themselves. It is necessary to balance this importance with the actual training needs felt by managers.
Based on this premise, a survey was carried out in the scope of the VITA Project -"Virtual Learning for the successful management of SMEs" (Rodrigues, et al., 2009) , with the participation of SME managers from six European countries, to find out which competences SME managers found most relevant and in which ones they required the most training. The survey was based on a list of 34 competences and abilities sourced from a varied set of documentation from official, training, and research sources, as described further ahead.
Using the survey results, we first ranked competences based on managers' expressed training needs. We then developed an analysis using exploratory and multivariate techniques, considering the competences identified by managers as most important. This resulted in the identification of homogeneous groups of managers characterized by common training needs. These may help training institutions in the development of targeted training programmes and courses, as well as supporting the establishment of priorities for their educational actions towards SME managers and be more effective in their partnership towards SMEs' competitiveness.
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The balancing approach itself may be an interesting method of combining conflicting requirements (importance vs. needs) for training course curriculum development.
Background
In June 2008, the European Commission (EC) adopted the 'Small Business Act' for Europe, reflecting the EC political will to recognize the central role of SMEs in the EU economy (European Commission, 2008) . SME creation has increased in recent years, mostly in the service sector (Audretsch et al., 2009) , and their importance in national economies is significant: in the non-financial business economy, there are about 129.6 million SMEs, which represent 99.8% of all businesses and 67.1% of the nonfinancial business economy workforce (Schmiemann, 2008) . Nevertheless, even though the contribution of SMEs to the economic growth has been widely recognized, their survival is highly dependent on two factors: external conditions, which are ever more adverse; and also, to a great extent, human capital and management behaviour (Aragón-Sanchez, Sánchez-Marín, 2005). In particular, shortage of qualified human resources has been identified as one of the most critical bottlenecks for SMEs (Lee, 2006 ) -an aspect which also applies to SME management. In order to tackle an ever more complex economy, SME managers must develop competences which lay beyond intuition (Sadler-Smith, 2004), through well-designed training programs. Yet, there seems to be a lack of specific training for heads of SMEs. Existing training tends to serve either start-ups or medium sized firms and is not designed according to the preferences of SME managers, who "exhibit activist and pragmatist learning styles, prefer learning by doing and favour problemcentred approaches that offer flexibility" (NJM European-Economic and Management Consultants, 2000, p. 3).
Given the nature and characteristics of SMEs, where the owner/manager has a dominant role and influence upon decision-making, their personal time for training is limited. And, as mentioned earlier, they are not beginners. Therefore, if one considers a generic set of SME management competences, it is likely that managers already possess some level of mastery over part of that competence set. Thus, organizations providing training should tailor as much as possible the curriculum towards actual needs of managers. This implies that curriculum contents should take into consideration not just generic sets of required SME management competences, but rather balance the importance of each competence with actual training needs as felt by managers, lest they find the curriculum uninspiring.
In a prior study conducted within the scope of the aforementioned VITA project (Dominguez et al., 2010; Velegrakis et al., 2009; Velegrakis et al., 2011) , an answer to the question of which competences were more relevant for SME managers was provided. That study analysed various sources on SME manager competences such as recommendations from government organizations, training curricula, and research literature (Audretsch et that allow managers to deal with the basic financial and business tasks of the enterprise. In this context, the sense given to competence was the following: "aptitude, ability or set of theoretical or practical knowledge necessary to achieve a certain purpose" (Dominguez et al., 2010) . Table 1 
Methodology
As mentioned earlier, the survey aimed at identifying the SME managers' perspective on the importance and training needs regarding entrepreneurship and business competences, from a European perspective. The survey was based on the set of competences identified prior, as described in the background section above.
Subjects
The survey took place from July to September 2009. The subjects of this study were active general managers of SMEs in Europe, with a particular focus on the six countries represented in the VITA project in view of easier access to contacts.
Research instrument
Research instrument was formulated (see Appendix) to obtain feedback from SME managers. The questionnaire included SME managers' required entrepreneurship and business competences identified by Velegrakis et al. (2011) . The proposed questionnaire was devised in English and translated into each country's national language. These native language questionnaires were pre-tested with a sample of twelve managers from SMEs of the participant countries (two per country), to validate its contents and readability, and get feedback to improve the questions in general -including on adequacy of translations. Minor issues where identified and the corresponding changes were made to the final questionnaire, which was then generated using an online survey tool. A briefing letter was then sent to prospective participant managers describing the scope and goals of the study, including a link to an Internet webpage which allowed the completion of the questionnaire online.
Sample
The survey was mailed to managers of a sample group of 240 companies from the universe of SME European companies in the countries which participated to the VITA project. In order to obtain a sample of respondents better able to represent the overall population, we included 40 companies from each participant country: Austria, Finland, Greece, Italy, Portugal, and Romania. The companies were identified according to their gross revenue and number of employees. Out of the 240 companies which were contacted, 154 valid responses were received, which corresponds to a rate of response of 64 per cent.
Competences ranking
For each of the 34 competences, managers were asked to rate the degree of importance (4 levels: 1 -Not important; 2 -Lower importance; 3 -Important; 4 -Essential) and the degree of their need for training on each (3 levels: 1 -I do not need training; 2 -I need an overview; 3 -I need training). Based on this importance ranking (Oliveira et al., 2012 ) the 23 highest score competences were selected as potential curriculum contents, and are listed in Table 2 . A numeration was associated to each competence, relative to the order of appearance of the variables in Table 1 , originating acronyms Q_n. For instance, Q_5 refers to the competence "Communication skills". The selected competences were organized into five categories: "Top" (competences which had high results both on importance and on expressed need for training), "Essential" and "Essential (secondary)" (competences that where highlighted in terms of importance, with varying emphasis), and "Training is needed" plus "Training is needed (secondary)"
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In subsequent tables and figures, competences may also be presented with an index following the "Q". This was used in the analysis process to differentiate ranking by importance (Q2) from ranking by need for training (Q3). So the same competence may be presented in figure as Q2_n or Q3_n. For instance, competence Q_6, "Ability to discover new opportunities" may be referred to as both Q2_6 and Q3_6. Table 3 shows the demographics of the respondents (managers) and their companies. According to Table 3 , the majority of the managers' companies have less than ten employees and more than ten years of existence. In addition, approximately 58% of the surveyed firms have business relations with other countries. Regarding the demographic characterization of the respondents' managers, the majority is male (70.1%), in their forties, with higher education, and managing the current company for more than five years. 
Demographic characteristics of the respondents
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Statistical methodologies
Competences by importance were recoded into 3 levels (1-Not important + Lower importance; 2-Important; 3-Essential) to use chi-square tests with theoretical assumptions validated. Hence, since this was different from the original 4-level ranking (Q2), we used acronym Q22 ("Q2, 2nd version") to identify the recoded competences.
For instance, Q22_1 denotes competence Q_1, "Attitude towards uncertainty and risk", in the second version of the importance ranking. Q3_1 denotes the same competence in the need for training ranking. For each set of the 23 competences by the degree of importance (the competences which managers see as most important), and by degree of training needed (the ones in which managers felt they needed more training), we carried out a hierarchical cluster analysis.
The Spearman correlation coefficient and the Kendall rank correlation coefficient were considered to compare variables (the variables in study are all ordinal). For
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In order to complement cluster analysis results to check for similarities between competences by importance and training need, we proceeded further with a Categorical Principal Component Analysis (CAT-PCA), in each set of chosen competences. A scatter plot was chosen for graphical outputs to represent in a twodimensional space the similarity between competences (Carvalho, 2004) .
To confirm the consistency of the groups of variables found by cluster analysis, independence chi-square tests were performed between all pairs of variables within each obtained group of competences. Independence chi-square tests were also performed to check for association of each competence with variables that characterized managers and type of enterprise, to identify homogeneous groups of competences characterized by common training needs. All the analyses were obtained using IBM SPSS Statistics 19.
Results and discussion
A hierarchical cluster analysis was performed on the set of 23 variables for importance of competences. Considering the different combined options, measures to compare pairs of variables and aggregation criteria mentioned in the previous subsection, the obtained hierarchies presented great agreement, thus the choice of the "best hierarchy" process was simple. Figure 1 presents the dendrogram obtained for clustering the set of competences seen as important for a SME manager, using the Kendall rank correlation coefficient to compare the variables and the average linkage method to compare classes. To choose the best partition, empirical procedures were combined with the calculation of appropriate measures, which led to the choice of a partition of the analysed variables in six classes described in Figure 1 : {C1, C2AB, C3AB, C4A, C4B, C4C }. Chi-square tests for independence were performed to evaluate the degree of association between all pairs of variables within each obtained set of competences, confirming the consistency of the sets' variables found by cluster analysis. The required theoretical assumptions were validated. Chi-square tests for independence were also performed to evaluate the degree of association between all pairs of variables and the manager and business characteristics in each obtained sets of competences, confirming the consistency of the sets' variables found by cluster analysis. The required theoretical assumptions were also validated.
Competences that have significant association (p value lower than 5%) with variables that characterize the managers or type of business (such as age of the manager, the manager's experience, number of employees, sector of the company and business with other countries) are described in table 4. Figure 5 synthesizes the overall information of each competence by importance (right) and training need (left) where we used the average of all 154 answers divided by 4 for importance and divided by 3 by training need, respectively. The range of each row measures the importance and need of training from a global perspective.
So, for instance, if in a given competence all respondents answered with the highest score for both importance and need for training, its results would be 100%: 4/4 and 3/3, respectively. Conversely, if for a given competence all respondents answered with the lowest score both for importance and need for training, its result would be 1/4 (25%) and 1/3 (33%), respectively. Each competence is labelled according with its kind (T for Technical and B for Behavioural) and according to the four categories (1-personal; 2-team management; 3-technical non-finance and 4-business & finance).
Also, whenever a management or business characteristics was found to have a significant association with a competence, it is identified by a capital letter, as described in the figure itself. The lower-case letter indicates whether that association is due to importance ("i"), need for training ("t"), or both ("it").
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Vol. 5 No. 2 / June 2014 So, for instance, competence Q25 has approximately 60% on "need for training" and 70% on "Importance", and is marked T3, meaning it is a Technical competence of the "technical non-finance" category. Further, it is also branded as "Ai" and "Si", meaning this result has a significant association with the managers' age and business sector, and in both cases that this association comes from managers' responses regarding the importance of the competence (indicated by "i").
The groups of competences obtained by training need are very similar to the ones obtained for competence relevance by importance, although the interpretation of groups are in the opposite meaning since managers considered that they did not require training on important competences, and conversely. related to the respondents' business sector and in some of them with the number of employees of the respondents' companies. Group C3AB refers to managers' behavioural competences, including communication, self-confidence, and the ability to accomplish tasks and goals. It included three competences, and in two of them there was a relation between the result on importance and the managers' age or experience. Group C4A comprises two behavioural competences of managers, related to the ability to identify opportunities and promote innovation in the enterprise, which are both associated with managers' experience regarding their importance, and -for one of the two -also regarding the need for training. This group is closely linked with group C4B, concerning the capacity for decision-making and team management. In this C4B group, the two top competences are technical and associated with managers' experience, in terms of need for training; all the others are behavioural competences. Finally, group C4C includes primarily technical project management capabilities and the ability to create strategic/tactical/operational plans, with most competences also related to the managers' experience, either via their importance or the need for training. 
Conclusion
A training organization could elect to define a curriculum that includes all the competences deemed important. However, prospective trainees' will have limited resources and specific constraints (time, schedule, and budget, for instance). Hence, decisions must be taken on which content to include and which content to leave out, in order to reach a curriculum proposal that is both attractive to prospective trainees and aligned with the perceived importance of curriculum content alternatives.
The results presented herein bring to light relations between prospective trainees' views on curriculum contents importance and their willingness to receive training on them -in the specific case of SME management competences. The awareness of such relations may support training organizations in defining curricula for professional training courses aimed at current professionals. Courses for such a target group need to balance the perceived importance of curriculum contents with the fact that professionals may possess some level of mastery over some of them and differing interests on topics for training.
We do not mean to say that a specific training module should be created for each element within a group. That is but one syllabus organization possibility. But other possibilities exist. For instance, group C3AB identified Q_3 "Fulfilment of tasks and goals", Q_4 "Self-confidence", and Q_5 "Communication skills" as associated competences. These could either be separate training modules, part of a single training module, or found within other training modules covering other competences. What these groupings do is highlight that potential trainees (in this case, managers) that find Q_3 to be both important and useful as curriculum content will likely find likewise for Q_4 and Q_5, and vice-versa. Thus, a curriculum development manager may make more informed decisions by taking this into account.
Multivariate exploratory techniques were used to reveal these relations, based on surveys of the target training public, inquiring on both the importance of specific competences and the need for training in them. This approach may ultimately be usable for other kinds of professional training aimed at in-service professionals, and analysing this possibility is an interesting pathway of new research.
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